
Truth About the Failure of Nivelle's 1917 Offensive
French General's Plan to Crush

All «West Front KnoWn in
Advance by Foe

Rv FVanlf H. SimOTírl«
SPEAKING in the French Cham-jber the other day, M. Pain-

levé, who proceded Clemen-
ceau as Pi-esident of the Court-

cil and thus Prime Minister of,
France, and had been Minister of
War in the Kibot Cabinet and Min-
ister of Inventions in the Briand
Cabinet, made a sensational state-
ment of the truth concerning the
Nivelle failure of lf>17, which re-:
suited in the temporary disorgani¬
zation of the French army, the sum¬
mary removal of Nivelle and a long
political and military controversy.

It was alleged by Nivelle's friends,
and the story was published first in
America, that French politicians "liad
become panic stricken at the losses
incurred by Nivelle in the first two
days of his operations and that these
politicians, members of the French
Chamber of Deputies, succeeded in
having the attack stopped and
Nivelle removed at the precise mo¬
ment when the German lines were

crumbling and a supreme victory
was in sight. It was further argued
that Nivelle was handicapped by
some failure of Sir Douglas Haig,
the British commander in chief, to
cooperate with the French.

The story was probably the most
sensational in the whole history of
military operations during the war;
consequently, when I went to France
last winter,, I sought eagerly to find
out exactly what had occurred. As
to any failure on the part of Sir
Douglas Haig, the story seemed in¬
herently inaccurate, because in Feb¬
ruary, 1917, I lunched with the
British chief at his old headquarters
at Montreuil-sur-Mer, and at that
time ho spoke of Nivelle, who had
only recently taken over command,
with real enthusiasm and in tones
which revealed his entire sympathy
with Nivelle's known determination
to abandon Joffre's "nibbling" and
undertake a real aggressive cam¬

paign.
Secret Documents Studied

Through the courtesy of certain
French friends I was able to make
a careful and satisfactory examina¬
tion of the still secret documents
arid facts in the Nivelle case and to
talk with men who were both in¬
formed and entirely reliable. The
results of the investigation, which
are no longer subject to restraint,
since M. Painlevé and M. Briand
have opened the subject in the
French Parliament, I now present tc
my readers and my impression is
that they have never hitherto beer,
printed in full cither in the Unitec
States or France.
The circumstances which led tc

N'ivelle's selection were unusual. I
Had become clear that Joffre mus
no, following the comparative fail
are of that Somme campaign o
iUlO on which Briand, who, a
Prime Minister, supported Joffr
against attack, had depended t
supply the necessary victory and t
restore Joffre's shaken prestig«
The natural choice was Pétain, an
the world not unreasonably expecte
that the savior of Verdun woul
succeed the victor of the Marne.
Removal of Joffre

But getting rid of Joffre was r

easy matter. The ministry was e:

ceedingly fearful about it and 1
replace Joffre by Pétain meant
add insult to injury, for Chantill
that is, the French G. H. Q., hi
seen the rise of the new man wii
natural if censurable heart bur
ings. The removal of Joffre pror
¡sed to be far easier, if the sole
tion of a successor did not p>
Pétain in his old chief's place.

In addition, Pétain, despite 1
great qualities, has more than a su
gi-stion about him of our own Ce
«ral Sherman. He has a sha
tongue and, despite his habitu
t iturnity, has said things abo
t> "cians, French and foreign, a
ah >ut soldiers, French and Alii«
"- h are not unlike the famous a

stic comment of Clémence
if. With the French politicis

hf vas so unpopular that it v

easy for Briand to pass over h
and difficult to choose him!

Next to Pétain, Foch seemed
the outside world the logical choi
He bad been Joffre's most brillii
lieutenant in tne Marne; he 1
«von the battle of the Ysêr and }
commanded the French troops
the then recent battle of
Somme. But while the British t
¦.ho outside world counted
Somme a victory, France countec
a !<¦ « k, and after the battle Foe
great army had been broken ya í
Foch had b«-en assigne«.! to a t;
whi^h was little more than a «

¡fllUeci disgrace.
In April, 1917, exactly a y

before he assumed supreme c<
mend of »1! the Allied armies,
.van mgagod in making plans to
ni'st a hypothetical German inva«
. brought Switzerland, and Pi
£0»yyp reported that ho was c<

pletely used up, exhausted mentally
and physically, by his great labors.

Aside from Foch and Pétain,
Nivelle was, perhaps, the logical
man. He had served with distinc-
tion under Pétain at Verdun and
had succeeded him when Pétain was

promoted to command a group of
armies. While he commanded at
Verdun the two successful opera¬
tions which retook the forts had
been made, although they had, in j
reality, been plunned by Pétain.

Popular With Politicians
With the politicians Nivelle* was

popular. To the statesmen of
Britain as well as of France he
outlined stupendous conceptions
with a coldness of manner and a
calmness which captivated his au-
c'itors. In all ways he must be re¬

garded as one of the remarkable
figures of the conflict. He brought
to British and French rulers, more¬
over, a colossal plan, with a guar¬
antee of inevitable success, at the
precise moment when immediate
and decisive military victory had
become a matter of life and death
because of the submarine situation.
At Verdun Nivelle had seen Pé¬

tain accomplish striking* results by
carefully calculated estimates of the
true relation between the forces
available and the possibilities of
the situation; in other words, by
limited operations designed to reach
local objectives. Nivelle now pro¬
posed to repeat on a front between
Rheims and Arras what Pétain had
done on a three or four miles' front
on the Meuse Heights. When he
came to Paris for the first time he
told his amazed hearers the ques¬
tion was not one of short distances,
that if his plans were put in opera¬
tion the question and the sole ques¬
tion would be whether the Germans
would halt at. the Meuse or the
Rhine.

Nivelle's plan envisaged a gigantic
Sedan. Two groups of French ar¬
mies.one commanded by Franchet
d'Esperey, and operating west of
the Oise; the other led by Micheler,
and stretching along the Aisne.
were, to advance east and north, re¬

spectively, breaking the German
lines and enveloping vast German
forces, with consequent captures of
hundreds of thousands of Germ,a"n
troops and innumerable cannon. .

Western Front Objective
In Nivelle's conception the whole

weBtern front was to be ruptured
and the war won. In his opening
conversations Nivelle told the fas¬
cinated public men who were hie
audience not merely that his armies
would arrive at Laon on the second
day, at dawn precisely, but also thai
he had prepared a time table foi
an advance to the Meuse. Twenty
four hours after the first attack hat
been launched the exploitatiot
would begin and on the third da;
wrar in the open, war of movement
would recommence.
As this great operation for th«

liberation of Northern France couh
not succeed without the full co

operation of the British, Haig con
sented that Nivelle should exercis
supreme command over the Britis
as well as the French armies, wit
the single limitation that, when th
battle had terminated.and Hai
was to decide this point.full fret
dorn of command should return t
the British field marshal.

Haig Praised Nivelle
Upon the British, quite as muc

as the French, Nivelle made a grci
impression. It is not true that Bri
ish influence had contributed to h
appointment. The selection Wi

j entirely a French matter. Still h
mother had been English and 1
spoke the language with a certa
fluency, much exaggeraUtd at tl
time. His success with the Britis
was due rather to his manner,
the distinction of his hearing,
the plausibility of his statement
Thus he carried the British wi'
him and Haig, after preliminary o

jections, willingly and loyally e
listed as a subordinate in Nivelle
campaign. Moreover, for Nivel
himeelf Haig acquired a real u

miration, and to those who talk«
with him in this period he spoke
Nivelle's fighting spirit in words
unqualified praise.
No sooner had Nivelle taken coi

mand than the very firmness of 1
faith in the success of his plan I
him to amazing and fatal indisci
tions. By January his orders ov
lining his great strategic concepti«

j had been issued and tra*ismitt
down to the very commanders
¡companies. By February every v

lag« in France, no matter h<
small, knew of the coming of t
spring offensive and knew that
would be directed against t

j Craonne Plateau; what they km
the Germans were equally proir
to discover. Preserving a certt
element of common sense, NTive

General Robert Georges. Nivelle
first invited Pétain to command a

group of armies whose mission it
was to storm the Craonne Plateau.
Pétain promptly pointed out the dis-
proportion between the task and the
resources. He did not believe the
great plan would succeed; he said,
so, and as a result one of his three
armies was taken from his com¬

mand and given to Micheler. Pétain
was thenceforth ignored.
The Russian Collapse

Meantime conditions changed.
The Russian revolution broke out.
It became clear that Russia was out
of the war for the time being. This
collapse brought paralysis to the
Italian offensive, which was planned
to coincide with the attack on the
Western front, since it was clear
that Italy would now have to bear
the weight of Austrian troops
which would be transferred from
the Russian to the Venetian front.
Joffre's original conception, which
fixed November 16, 1916, as the day
for launching his offensive, included
as an essential condition attacks by
the Russians and r>y the Italians.
Nivelle's plan had presupposed the
same element, but now the Russians
and the Italians were out of the
reckoning.
More than this, in the first days of

February the Germans suddenly be¬
gan their great retreat. Slowly at
first, rapidly later, they drew out of
their positions on the Somme. They
evacuated precisely those liriez
against which a great offensive
might have been launched with some

hopo of success.

On March 4, before the German
retreat had become general or con

siderable, General Franchet d'Espe-
rey appealed to Nivelle for permis¬
sion to attack at once, as the enemy
was about to retreat. Nivelle an-
swered on March 7 after a three
day delay that a German retreat
was inconceivable since the German;
had so sjtrongly fortified their posi
tions surrounding Rove; but on th<
day after the Nivelle dispatcl
reached d'Esperoy the Germans w«-r<

out of Roye. Thereafter follow«-«
the retreat and pursuit until th«
Germans were well behind the Hin
denburg. line.

Instead of an attack in circum
stanes that Nivelle had planned
Franchet d'Esperey's armies nov
found themselves beyond the glaci
of desert twenty-five miles in widtl
which was destitute of all means o
communication confronting a posi

[ tion, to attack which would ¡nvolv
months of preliminary preparatioi
and the employment of formidabl
artillery which could not be brongh
up for many weeks owing to the de
struction of the roads.
The great Nivelle plan had bee:

comprehended in two formidabl
thrusts across the rear of the Gci
mans in positions from the Somm
near Pèrrone to Rheims, but th
(¡ermana, by retiring, had thu

avoided one of the two converging.
thrusts. Nivelle had envisaged at¬
tacks from two sides of a square, and
en one side an attack was henceforth
impossible.

This was not all. In addition, the
(ici mans had reinforced their posi¬
tions on the Craonne Plateau so that.
where there had been two lines in
December there wore four in Feb¬
ruary, as Micheler had reported.
They had concentrated their artil¬
lery, elaborated the caverns and
grottoes on the Aisne heights, multi¬
plied their concrete works and
created an almost impregnable posi¬
tion. At the same time they were

working on their Hindenburg line.
Thus, by the middle of March

such chance of success as there had
been for the Nivelle plan had van¬
ished. The broad front had been
narrowed by more than half, the
remaining half had been sown with
new defenses, and German reserves
released by the Russian revolution
were already beginning to pour
westward. Meantime, while the
chances of success were thus rapidly
disappearing, circumstances had
combined to create expectations out
of all proportion to the remaining
possibilities.

German Retreat Skillful
The retreat of the Germans, ac¬

tually one of the most skillful pieces
of strategy in the whole war, was

represented to the French army and
the French public as a flight .as
the beginning of the end.and the
French soldiers were in a white
heat of excitement. At the precise
moment when the high command,
rave for Nivelle and his immediate
following, was unanimously con-
vinccd of the impracticability of the
great plan, the army was filled wit!
au optimism as dangerous as it was
tremendous. Nivelle and the com
mon soldiers expected a supreme

¡victory, but the generals, and evei
the lower officers, recognized the
liikelihood of a check, with ever
greater losses than those of th«
Somme and with consequences t<
the morale of the army beyom
estimate.

From all these officers there nov

began to flow protests and at thi
moment the Briand Cabinet fell
In the Ribot. Cabinet, which sue
reeded M. Painlevé, the new Min
ister of War promptly discovere«
the chaos existing in the army. Th
relations between Nivelle and hi
subordinates were strained; thes
subordinates hail lost confidence i
their commander. Yet amidst thi
anarchy Nivelle's assurance ha
grown beyond belief.
The new ministry had now 1

consider the advisability of permit
ting any offensive, but the Russia
revolution had made sonic operatio*

necessary alike to help Russia, si i
apparently an ally, and to prever
t withdrawal of German troop
from the Russian front for us

against, Ifeily, which actually did oc- j
cur in the fall, with the resulting;
disaster of Caporetto. Finally, the
submarine campaign was becoming
so grave a peril that it threatened
to win the war unless military suc¬
cess could retrieve naval failure.
The ministry was satisfied that

Nivelle's grandiose plan could not
succeed, but it inclined to favor a
lesser offensive, with limited object-
i\es, an attack which should be care¬

fully planned and thus incur small
losses while inflicting heavy casual¬
ties upon the enemy and achieving
useful gains. Conceivably the initial
attack might result in Nivelle's
break through; if it did, well and
good; then the opei-ation might be
expanded. This was the programme
of the governemnt.
As for Nivelle, he heard all warn¬

ings, military and civilian, with con¬

tempt; he believed in a supreme vic¬
tory. At the moment of attack he
showed the government maps, which
1 have seen, calling for an opening
advance of eight miles, and this op¬
timism did not desert him when
25,000 French dead and 500 yards of
gain were the total profit of the fu*st
day of the offensive.
On the strategic and tactical sides

therefore, the prospect of a great
victory had vanished long before tin-
actual attack on April 16, 1917. Or
the mechanical and technical sides
the promise was even more dismal
Nivelle undertook to expand Petain':
method, applied to four or five mile;
of enemy front, into an attack on i
front ten times as broad, and he wa:
not able to deal with so vast a prob
lern, comparable with that which wa

successfuly handled by Ludendorff
year later. His armies were thu
inadequately trained and the way
of communication were insufficient
while the medical service broke dowr

Weather Was Against Allies
There were three other circurr

stances which contributed to th
actual disaster.the weather, th
folly of the command in the Fift
Army and the failure of artillen
due in part at least to weather cor
ditions which made air observado
impossible.
As to the first circumstance, th

winter of 1917 was one of th
roughest in half a century and tr
month of April was a time of sno
on«l storm. The weather during tl
period of the actual battle was >

bad that it was impossible for tl
infantry to follow the barrage <
the artillery; the rapid-fire gun
machine guns and even the smu
arms of the soldiers were complete

| put out of service. The infanti
threw away all its burdens; tl
black troops, which had shown I he
value as shock units on a score
fields, lost three-quarters of the
value because of the temperature.
The second circumstance, the ii

prudence in the Fifth Arm
\ amounted to the presentation of tl

enemy with the French plans. Three
days before the battle a sergeant,
carrying orders of operation indi¬
cating in detail the dispositions for
the attack by three corps and the
Russians upon Fort Brimont, was

killed and his dispatch bag captured.
Thus warned, the enemy reinforced
the threatened points, and subse¬
quent French attack did not result in
the gain of a foot, while the loss of
the 7th Corps alone was 15.000 men
in four days. This blunder was duly
reported to the French commander,
and it should have led to the aban¬
donment of the enterprise.
Artillery Preparation

Finally, the artillery preparation
was done very badly; ten days of
bombardment resulted in insuffi¬
cient reduction of enemy works.
Weather conditions contributed to
this failure, but the chief cause was
lack of munitions for so vast a

front, itself based upon strong* nat¬
ural obstacles multiplied by skillful
engineers.

In the face of all these circum¬
stances and confronting an almost
unbelievable anarchy existing in the
high command.but with an armj
fired by the recent German retreats
.knowing that their commandei
expected to break the German line
Nivelle, still unshaken, announce«:
that he expected to succeed on the
Craonne Plateau. This announce
ment was made to the governmerv
after the first attack.that on St
Quentin.had been made on Apri
14 and had completely failed, thui
dooming the whole: enterprise
Nevertheless, fixing his attack fo
the morning of the 16th, Nivelle re¬

peated his familiar forecast tha
he would arrive in Laon at dawn oi
the 17th and that his cavalry woul«
reach La Fère by sunset on th
same day. Brimont was to be takei
in live hours by that envelopmen
from the north of which the Gei
mans had been so completely fore
warned.

Therefore, just one week afte
the British had brilliantly launche
their offensive on Vimy Ridge, bu
at the precise moment when thei
advance had been pinned dowr
Nivelle launched his waiting armiei
The armies of Mangin and Maze
left their trenches at ti o'clock i
the morning in the midst of
tempest of snow, rain anel wind. Th
aviation could not function, the ai

tillery was dependent entirely upo
ground observation. It was in vai
that the trench mortars destroye
practically everywhere the tin
enemy line. An actual telescopin
occurred with the mass of the Ge:
man army, which had received an
executed the order to die on i
first line rather than yield.
Warned long in advance, the Ge

mans had no fewer than four line
with a depth of eight miles. The:
lines were literally stuffed with ligl
machine guns, hidden in the inni

Successor of Petain Not Handi«
capped by Any Blunder f

of General Haig's } f:
merable grottos and caverns of the'
porous cliffs. The French armies
were compelled to halt after the
first hours, and the unforeseen
pause jammed and blocked every¬
thing behind.organked for a great
forward leap. This congestion and
confusion of every sort still further
aggravated the disappointment and
disillusionment consequent upon a

.sharp check. All official records of
the operations of the 16th and 17th
of April in both French armies re-

veal with truly tragic monotony the
essential fact that the complete
check of the French attack was

everywhere due to the multiplied
use of enemy machine guns which
had survived inadequate bombard-
ment.

Germans Well Prepared
The machine guns had not been

completely destroyed anywhere by
artillery preparation, and precisely
this machine gun fire, after the first
hours, stopped the advance and
broke the spirit of the best fighting
forces of the French army. Some
thousands of these guns, well used
and well placed, thus proved suffi-
cient to check in full cry the for¬
ward sweep of many thousands of
veteran infantry soldiers confident
of victory, and Americans will find
food for reflection when they recall
that, a little more than a year later,
in the great battle of the Meuse-
Argonne, their own soldiers, with
even less adequate, artillery support,
wrestled with these same machine
gun problems and suffered casual¬
ties well in excess of those which
sufficed to destroy the French of¬
fensive.

Plans (rumble to Dust
On the morning of April 17, when

Nivelle's victorious troops should
have arrived at dawn under the walls
of Laon, they were actually only a

few hundred yards from their start¬
ing place, holding with difficulty tht
second line of the Germans. Al
the plans for later intensive exploi-
tation of Duchesne's army pressin«
through the gap between Craonne
and Brimont liad crumbled into dust
Gains had been made, certainly no1
negligible; yet, given the glowing
forecasts of the commander in chief
it is easy to understand the exten
of the disillusionment alike of tin
government and of U>e French peo
pie. And public opinion held re

sponsible for this disillusionmen
that commander who had produce
it by the grandeur of his conception
As to the offensive itself: Ilavin;

failed to attain the expected rup
ture, Nivelle on the. 17th, althoug
he subsequently declared that he ha
stopped it absolutely at noon, di
rected Mangin and Mazel to shii
their attack to the northeast and g
on and in accordance with the orig

; iiiai plan Anthoine's Sixth Army wa
launched against Moronyillers. Sí
veré fighting continued over the ties
four days, fighting which increase
the casualties, already great, and r<
suited only in small rectifications t

the line, the most considerable c
which was the reduction of th
Vailly salient and the eliminatio
both of the «German ridgehead sout
of the Aisne and the position aboi
the dismantled fort of Condé. froi
which the Germans had swept th
valley of the Aisne east and we:
with enfilading fire.
On April 21 Micheler inform«;

Nivelle that it was now necessai
to give up the fight. In this left«
Micheler pointed out that there we;
only four divisions of infantry avai
able in the reserves of the thi*«
¡armies etimbined to deliver the a
tack which would achieve that pro
pective rupture which Nivelle st
expected. This letter is an interés
ins» document in view of the lat
statement of Nivelle's champio:
that new French armies were rea«
to enter the fight. Micheler in h
letter proposed also that local oper
tiens should be resumed on April '¦.
which should include an attack up>
Brimont still later on. In accor
anee with this suggestion of Mie
eler, on April '22 there was consi
«red. and decided in principle t
question of an energetic resumpti«
of the general battle in the form
partial offensives.designed to tra
both the Craonne Plateau, in ord
to uncover Laon, and the heights
Moronvillers, to unblock Rheims.

In point of fact, despite the lat
fighting, which included the taki
of the Moronvillers heights but w
marked by a new failure at Brimoi
the battle of Craonne was over
April 25.

In ten days of terrible strugj
the French army had been check
after a slight advance, inconsid«
able by comparison with the Briti
progress before Arras; its lighti
spirit had been broken, the soldi«
recognized that they had bi
thrown ag&tsvt positions unshal«
by artillery preparation; their c«

I fidence in their commander in eh

was gone. They were defeatedtroops; no camouflage, in reports ofground gained, could disguise fromthese veterans the fact that, havin*set out for Laon and La Fère, thevhad actually arrived only at the second and third lines of their foe
30,000 Dead in 10-Day Fight

As to losses: On May 13 Nwdfomade a remarkable statement to th»Minister of War of his casualtiesbetween April 16 and 25. Thereinhe cited the number of the dead.
whose deaths ha«l been witnessed byat least two persons.as 15.500, and
gave as missing 20,000, but only5,000 of these 20.000 were afterward
reported as prisoners; so, in fact
the killed in the ten days' fightingamounted to :i0,000, while the other
casualties approximated 70,000. The
total loss was thus close to 100,000.

Against this terrible butcher's bill
Nivelle coultl show only minor gains,which nowhere imperilled the main
fighting position of his foes; and the
capture of 23,000 prisoners, 175 can¬
non. 412 machine fruns and 119
trench mortars«

Nivelle's grand offensive, then,had
failed, and it was necessary for
the British to prolong their costly
and useless battle for many days to
relieve the strain upon the beaten
French army, in which now, for th#
first time, certain signs of demoral¬
ization began to appear. Meantime
the government in Paris had been
more ami more alarmed by the size
of the casualty lists; by the ever-

increasing protests from the officers;
by the unmistakable demoralization
in the lighting forces, which watj
shown when veteran regiments,
which had participated victoriously
and gloriously in a score of strug¬
gles, declined to advance, and the
Minister of War was called upon to
sign death warrants of French «joi-
diers who refused to be murdered in
the hopeless gamble of Nivelle.

In the first two weeks of May
there was then a real crisis, in which
Nivelle, having lost the confidence of
the government, his lieutenant?, his
soldiers, still continued the hope¬
less enterprise of breaking the Ger¬
man line, until at last, on May 15,
he was summarily removed and
Pétain was called upon to undertake
the task of restoring the French
army, as he had been called upon
little more than a year earlier to
save the situation at Verdun after
blunders had permitted the Germans
to take Douamont and almost over«
run the last defensive position east
of the Meuse River.

Haifi Did Hirt Part Well
Pétain's success was demonstrated

at the Somme in the following
March, when French division?
checked the great Ludendorff driva
before Amiens. At the same time
Pétain was substituted for Nivelle
Foch became chief of staff and
steadily grew in influence until he
occupied in the following April th«
position of generalissimo, held brief¬
ly by Nivelle with disastrous conse¬

quences. Nivelle, after his failure,
was sent to Africa, where, so far a»

I know, he still commands the
French forces in that tranquil col¬
ony.
One woj-d as to Haig. In accord*

anee with the agreed plan he at¬
tacked on April 9, a week before
Nivelle won a real, if local, success-

performing all that was required of
him and being definitively checked,
as had been foreseen, in the Dou8'.
Plain on April 16.

His main operation for 1917 was

to take place in Flanders. Because
of Nivelle's failure he was com¬

pelled to make two more costly and
useless attacks upon the Germans tf

the Douai Plain, losing exceeding-?
heavily, and this enforced extension
of his Artois battle ma.ie necessary
by French failure eompletly UP'
set his Flanders program a*1*1
contributed materially to the ghastly
failure of that operation thre»
months later when tie Germans hau
been able to get reserves from Rus¬
sia and the weather turned out bad-

British hostility to unity of com-

mand, which v. as revealed later, ana
was severely censured in Amer10*"
as elsewhere, was in no small meaf-
ure the natural consequence of «¦'

Nivelle episode. Actually Ha.g*
whose pan was to be relatively i»1"

nor. won a far more consideraba
success than Nivelle, and continuée

¡the battle after his own plans calle«
for a termination of the strugg*
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